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Studies in Psalm 23 

 

6. 

 

Verse 4   “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no 

evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me”. 

 

Introduction 

 

1. We have noticed that following the grand opening statement in verse 1 that 

Yahweh as the Shepherd/King, the writer spells out how this great Shepherd 

does care for His people. He wants to explain that if we are cared for by the 

Shepherd “we will lack nothing” for the perfection of our salvation. This is 

echoed again in verse 6 when the writer states, “Surely goodness and mercy 

will following me all the days of my life and I will dwell in the House of the 

Lord for ever”.  

 

2. This is an outstanding claim to make. David is saying that nothing can 

possibly make him lose his salvation. But life is so full of problems, struggles, 

difficulties; surely it is possible for someone to lose their salvation. Look at 

this verse, “the shadow of death”; and then the “enemies” in verse 5. Surely, 

none of us can guarantee our salvation. There are some who are bound to fail 

to reach the “house of the Lord”.  

 

3. It appears that David anticipates these objections and so he unpacks his 

statement in verse 1 when He said, “no good thing will I lack”. I interpreted 

this by saying that there is no deficiency in our salvation that should lead to 

our ultimate failure to enter the glory of heaven. This Psalm, therefore, from 

verse 2-5 explains how this works out in practice.  

 

4. The first issue is God’s provision for our material and physical needs. This 

appears in verse 2 when he says, “He leads me in green pastures; He makes 

me lie down beside still waters”. Then the writer launches into the spiritual 

realm and does this by dealing with the matter of sin and holiness in verse 3. 

We can be confident that God Himself will “restore” our soul when we fall into 

sin; that He will “lead us in paths of righteousness”. Therefore, in these two 

areas so far the writer has explained how we will be, in NT terms, “more than 
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conquerors” and that nothing can deter us from finally “dwelling in the House 

of the Lord for ever”.  

 

5. This now brings us into verse 4 where we deal with the issue of death. David 

explains it in the words of “the shadow of death”. This is not death itself 

necessarily, although it must include it, but old age, growing towards the end 

of our lives, or earlier in life when it is known that death is approaching. He 

sees the “shadow” of death approaching. 

 

6. I want to suggest that one of the most dangerous areas of our lives spiritually 

can be in old age. It is a time when, through retirement, we can lapse in our 

spiritual lives and when temptation to doubt our salvation and eternal security 

can arise. It is in latter years that cynicism can break through. We can 

become very cynical about the Church – “we have seen it all before…”!; 

cynical about the Christian life – tired of labouring in sanctification and 

holiness – “does sin really matter”. People talk of an older person “mellowing” 

in later years when they lose their edge and are no longer sharp, astute, and 

losing their judgement on life. It is for this reason the writer of Ecclesiastes 

wrote these words as a warning, “Remember also your Creator in the days of 

your youth, before the evil days come and the years draw near of which you 

will say, "I have no pleasure in them" (Eccl 12:1).  

 

7. It may be that those of you who have not yet reached the realm of old age are 

thinking how irrelevant this is going to be. You are not thinking of death 

because you are in the flower of youth or enjoying middle age. But I suggest 

to you that death is no discriminator of age. Illness or accident can afflict any 

of us at any time. I believe the bible would encourage us to prepare for that 

event; that we should arm ourselves in advance with a strategy enabling us to 

face death. It was typical of the Puritans who lived in an age when death was 

all around them to prepare to know how to die as a Christian. This is 

something that we must think about.  

 

8. Written on a tombstone were these words, “All you who pass by remember 

that where you are now I once was, and where I am now you one day will be”. 

Or, “I cannot come to you but you will come to me”.  Very solemn, yet realistic 

words”. The world we live in does not want to think about death. It tries to 

avoid the thought. So death is made into a joke with such euphemisms as 
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“kicking the bucket”, “Pushing up the daisies”; “Six feet under”, “Popped his 

clogs”. A funeral is often followed by a meal in a pub or restaurant, and so 

people are encouraged to move from mourning to jollity as quickly as 

possible.  

 

9. Did you know that Eccl 7:2 says, “It is better to go to the house of mourning 

than to go to the house of feasting”. Why does it say this? Because we are 

more likely to hear about God at a funeral than at a wedding. A person is 

encouraged to remember their own mortality at a funeral. When Jesus went to 

a wedding (John 2) nothing was spoken by Him about eternal life or the 

Gospel. But when he went to the side of a recent grave He spoke much about 

faith, eternal life and resurrection (John 11).  

 

1. The certainty of death: “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow 

of death”. 

 

1:1 First, I must make a comment about the wording in this text. The Hebrew 

word ( ַצְלָמֶות ) which is translated “shadow of death” should really be 

rendered, “gloomy ravine”, or “darkest valley” (see NIV margin) as in the New 

Revised Standard Version and the New English Translation. The Theological 

Wordbook of the OT suggests, “thick gloom; deep darkness, very deep 

shadow”.  

 

1:2 Apparently, according to one commentary the Hebrew word has been 

misunderstood for a combination of the two words “shadow” and “death”. It 

went on to say that the phrase “shadow of death” was a phrase that appeared 

in John Bunyan’s Pilgrim Progress and then became part of our most popular 

translations in corporate into the text by William Tyndale. Bunyan wrote, “Now 

at the end of this valley was another, called the Valley of the Shadow of 

Death; and CHRISTIAN must needs go through it, because the way to the 

Celestial City lay through the midst of it. Now this valley is a very solitary 

place”. Yet, In Job 10:21 he uses this Hebrew word ( ַצְלָמֶות )  in the context 

of death, “…before I go-- and I shall not return-- to the land of darkness and 

deep shadow,  the land of gloom like thick darkness, like deep shadow 
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without any order, where light is as thick darkness." Death is therefore 

described as “the land of thick darkness and deep shadow” (read vs 18-22) 

 

1:3 Furthermore, the LXX, the Greek translation of the OT, has “in the midst of 

the darkness of death” (µέσῳ σκιᾶς θανάτου ). Why is this significant? The 

LXX is a Greek translation of the OT taken from a Hebrew text that we do not 

possess. In other words, when we look at the LXX we are looking at another 

Hebrew text.   

 

1:4 However, in my view the writer means the same as “the valley of the shadow 

of death” as it describes a shepherd taking his sheep through dangerous 

valleys where there exists the potential for attack from wolves or other 

predators leading to death. The implication is there even if the actual Hebrew 

word does not accurately give us the words “shadow of death”. The darkness 

of this valley is such that there lurks in its darkest corner the likelihood of 

death. 

 

1:5 One final observation in the text. The opening words usually read, “Even 

though”, or “Yea, though….” This gives the appearance of something that 

might not happen. However, it is possible to express the Hebrew as, 

“because that, but, certainly, surely, when”. There is the element of certainty 

here. It is not just “maybe; perhaps; if”. Rather, it is “when, surely, also 

because”. Death is a certainty. Other than taxes, it is the only thing of which 

we can be certain in this life. It is death’s certainty that makes this verse so 

important to both young and old. 

 

1:6 The world does not want to us to think about death. But it is a fact of life that 

“in the midst of life we are in death”. The exception, of course, are the funeral 

directors! But they are right; we should think about death and make 

preparation. Solicitors encourage us to make wills; charities like Help the 

Aged say we should take out funeral plans.  

 

1:7 But the majority of us think we are invincible and will live for ever. 

Unfortunately there is no insurance firm that has offered to give us some 

insurance policy for after death! But the Gospel does. It speaks unashamedly 

of eternal life. This is well displayed in the famous John 3:16 “…whoever 

believes….everlasting life”. Indeed, we can say that the entire Gospel is about 
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this eternal life; life after death. God is working through His Redemptive 

Mission with a view to “bringing many sons to glory” (Heb 2:10). I particularly 

like the way John puts it, “We know that we have passed from death to life….” 

(1 John 3:14). The word he uses for “passed” (µεταβεβήκαµεν 

metabebekamen) can be translated as “departed”, or the rendering I like is, 

“disembarked”. It is used of Jesus when he went from one place to another, 

or He disembarked from a boat. We have “disembarked” from the ship of 

death and have embarked on the ship of eternal life. From one location to 

another.   

 

2. The answer to death   “…I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and 

your staff, they comfort me”. 

 

2:1 “I will fear no evil….” This is a momentous statement. But note that he does 

not say, “there will be no evil”. He anticipates meeting “evil” when in the 

“darkest valley”. None of us, of course, know how we will react when faced 

with death. Maybe a doctor will inform us of a terminal illness, or we will be 

cut from life quite suddenly with little warning. It could happen in old age, but 

also in younger years. On the balance of probabilities, however, it is likely that 

we will die in old age and in our beds. But how to do we cope with death and 

how can we plan ahead in such a way that “we will fear no evil”?  

 

2:2 When the writer penned these words he was thinking of sheep finding their 

way through the deep dark valley where potential dangers and enemies lurk. 

Similarly, when one reaches this stage with life is coming to a swift end, how 

does one deal with the “evil” that lurks in that deep dark valley?  

 

2:3 I suggest that we recognized that it is likely we will face our worse 

temptations, anxieties, fears and concerns about our eternal state when we 

are at the point of departing this life. This is a time when Satan will have his 

last fling at us. He will do his utmost to dislodge our spiritual security, raise 

doubts and questions in our minds, try to make us even doubt the very 

existence of God, and whether we are fit enough to enter heaven. Past sins 

and failures may rise to haunt us. But we must be prepared. We must be 

prepared in advance.  
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2:4 “….for you are with me…” This is the greatest consolation that we could ever 

have. It is the very Presence of God. God does not desert his children at this - 

their greatest time of need. It is at that moment that we will most need His 

Presence. He has promised “never to leave us or forsake us”, and He will 

keep this promise to the very end of our lives.  

 

2:5 I suggest that what we will need most of all at the moment of death is the very 

real awareness of the Presence of God. Whilst an understanding and 

application of the truths of the Word of God will be a comfort to us – perhaps 

a friend reading from the Scriptures – it is the realization and experience of 

the Presence of God that will be most needed.  

 

2:6 If this is the case it is necessary for us to cultivate a daily, hourly awareness 

of the Presence of God whilst we are in the land of the living. If we are going 

to need this awareness when on our death bed, we must begin to work on it 

now. We need to engage in “Practicing the Presence of God”. Do it now so 

that when that moment of most need arrives you will be skilled in knowing His 

Presence. Include God now in all your daily lives; do not exclude Him from 

your joys and sorrows; do not be spiritually “ungodly”, living a life which only 

turns to God when a time of need arises. Let God fill your lives in the here 

and now in preparation for that moment when the “valley of death” is entered. 

It will prove to be easier at the latter end if you are familiar with it in the 

present. Cultivate a life that is lived in the Spirit whereby we walk in the Spirit; 

pray in the Spirit and are constantly filled with the Spirit. 

 

2:7 "your rod and your staff…" . What is meant by these words? In the picture of a 

shepherd with his sheep we see that the shepherd carries some items. He 

carries a “rod” and a “staff”. The “rod” is really a club. It is like a baseball bat! 

A cudgel to be used as a weapon, or it could be a spear. The “staff” is a long 

pole used to guide and steer the sheep. The one is used to guard the sheep 

and the other to guide the sheep. No doubt bringing great comfort to the 

sheep who would feel safe! 

 

2:8 Pictorially, this must speak of the way that God promises to ensure protection 

and guidance for us in our last and final hours. We will need to be protected 

against the evil predator, Satan, who “goes about like a roaring lion seeking 
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who he may destroy” (1 Pet 5:8). We also need to be guided through the door 

that leads from life to eternity.  

 

2:9 When we are at our weakest God comes strong on our behalf. God is not 

merely promising to be present; He is promising to be active. We may well be 

entirely passive – laid out in bed, unable to do anything for ourselves, merely 

left to our own last thoughts. But God is very active for us. He is there to 

protect us from “evil”, especially the Evil One. He is there to guide us from our 

last breath in this life to our first in the life to come. He will never leave us in 

our time of greatest need. "Listen to me, O house of Jacob, all the remnant of 

the house of Israel, who have been borne by me from before your birth, 

carried from the womb;  even to your old age I am he, and to gray hairs I will 

carry you. I have made, and I will bear; I will carry and will save” (Is 46:2-3). 

God is there from the cradle (Psalm 139:15f) to the grave. 

 

2:10 “…they comfort me”. The Hebrew word means variously, “comfort, 

consolation, be compassionate”. This Hebrew word was well known to every 

pious Jew living in exile as he recalled the opening words of Isaiah's "Book of 

Consolation, “Comfort, comfort my people” Is 41:1.  It is used in Isaiah 66:13  

“As one whom his mother comforts, so I will comfort you; you shall be 

comforted in Jerusalem." The word can also mean “to be satisfied, 

contented”. One of the most moving passages which demonstrate God’s 

compassions is Hosea 11:8, "How can I give you up, Ephraim? How can I 

hand you over, Israel? How can I treat you like Admah? How can I make you 

like Zeboiim? My heart is changed within me; all my compassion is aroused 

(or, `grow warm`)."  

 

2:11 Someone once said, “No one can hate like God can hate: no one can love 

like God can love”. We have no real idea of the depth and meaning of God’s 

love towards us. It is beyond our comprehension. When God gives comfort it 

is almost unexplainable. He will give the necessary comfort in those 

desperate days of need. He is called by the Apostle, “The God of all comfort” 

(2 Cor 1:3). God is always in the business of giving comfort. Jesus spoke of 

the Holy Spirit as the “Comforter”.  

 

2:12  There is a message for us in Deuteronomy 33:25 reads, "as your days, so 

shall your strength be." The NIV helpfully renders it, “your strength will equal 
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your days”. In the Hebrew the sentence comprises just two words (with 

suffixes) “As your days, your rest”. The meaning is plain. God promises to 

give adequate strength in proportion to our need. More strength is needed 

when in the deep dark valley approaching death. It is assured to us.  

 

Conclusion 

 

1. This may appear to be a very somber message, but given that death is such a 

reality, it seems to me to be a necessary one. Having an eye to the fact of 

death is important for our present relationship with God as well as our future. 

Knowing that we will one day depart from this life should be a powerful 

motivation for us to focus on the quality of our spiritual lives. It should also 

stimulate us to a higher level of sanctification.  

 

2. I understand that some years ago, written on the roof of a church were words 

clearly seen from a railway train,  “Prepared to meet your God” (Amos 4:12). 

The railway company requested the removal of the words as if was felt that 

they were not beneficial for passengers’ confidence in the railway! Yet, there 

is a distinct message here. The emphasis for us is in the word “Prepare”. Just 

as we make preparation for future events such as holiday, or social events, so 

it is necessary for us to prepare for your/my death, the time when we will 

“meet our God”. 

 

3. But, when the world and Satan would seek to fill us with dread and fearful 

anticipation, we must combat them with the words of this text. We must have 

such a confidence in God that we will proclaim these words with great 

boldness because we believe them to be true. Hang on to this text because 

all of us will one day be in need of it.  

 

4. My final word has to be a warning to those who do not know God; who have 

never found peace through justification in grace; who have not yet repented 

and sought personal salvation in Christ. Is it not a dangerous thing to go to 

your death with no assurance of what is to follow? Just as we take out 

insurance on our houses, cars and other possessions, so it is wise to insure 

for the future. For this there is only one single avenue – repent and believe in 

the Lord Jesus Christ who died with the view of giving you eternal life in the 
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glorious presence of the living God. “Prepare to meet your God”. If you were 

to drop down dead this very moment do you know what will happen to you? 

 

5. Did you know that this was a major reason why Jesus came into the world? 

He came to deal with the death problem. This is what Hebrews 2:14 "Since 

the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by 

his death he might destroy him who holds the power of death--that is, the 

devil--" . How did He do this? He destroyed death for His people by dying 

Himself. He took on Himself the guilt of sin and became the substitute. He 

received the wages of sin, the judgement and wrath of God for sin, and, under 

the curse of God He died. The good news of the Gospel is what God has 

done to death in the death and resurrection of Christ. What has God done to 

death? He has removed the sting of death. Christian, you can go and find 

your grave proclaiming these words, “O death, where is your victory? O 

death, where is your sting?" (1 Cor 15:55) 

 

6. Because He died and then rose again, conquering death and the grave, those 

who trust in Him will also conquer their death. Die they will, but they will enter 

a new life; eternal life. This is the way to prepare for your death. Make 

preparation – for just as you have had a birth day, so you will have a death 

day.  

 

Richard Lee.   November 2012 


